Wanted and Unwanted Births Reported by Mothers
According
to results }rom the 1976 National Survey of Family Growth, an estimated 8.1 milIion, or 12.0 percent, of a total of 67.8 million live births that had occurred to mothers 15-44 years of age were unwanted. Of an average 2.5 births per mother, 2.0 were wanted at the time of conception, 0.3 were unwanted at that time, and 0.2 births were classified as "undeter mined." More than four-fifths of the births to white women were reported as wanted com pared with only three-fifths of the births to black women.
The proportion of unwanted births for black women (25.8 percent) was almost 3 times that for white women (9.5 percent). The wontedness of another 13.8 percent of births to black women and 7.0 percent to white women was undetermined because the women's feelings at the time of conception were not known.
These and other figures in this report indi cate a modest, statistically nonsignificant decrease in the proportion of unwanted births sirfce the 1973 National Survey of Family Growth.z However, the summary data in this report do not provide the best basis for exam ining trends in wanted and unwanted fertility in recent years because changes in these propor tions between 1973 and 1976 might be obscured lThis report was prepared by Eugenia Eckard, M. S., Division of Vital Statistics.
2Najjon~ Md. Aug. 10, 1977. by the large overlap of births occurring in 1973 and earlier years reported in both surveys. An analysis of trends in wanted and unwanted childbearing based on more detailed data will be the subject of a later report.
The data for Cycle II of the National Survey of Family Growth, which was conducted by the National Center for Health Statistics, were colIected by means of personal interviews with a multistage probability sample of women 15-44 years of age in the household population of the conterminous United States. Women were eli gible for inclusion in the sample if they were currently married, previously married, or never married but with offspring presently living in the household.
From January through September 1976, 3,009 black women and 5,602 women of other races were interviewed for Cycle II of the survey. Further discussion of the survey design, sampling variability, and definition of terms appears in the "Technical Notes. "
THE CONCEPT OF WANTEDNESS
For each pregnancy ending in a live birth, a series of questions was asked to determine whether or not the woman, at the time of con ception, had wanted that pregnancy. If contra ception had not been used or had been stopped prior to a specified pregnancy, the woman was asked: "Was the reason you (were not/stopped)s using any methods because you, yourself, wanted to become pregnant?"
If she had avoid-2 ad'mncedata -9-ed or stopped using contraception for some other reason, or if she had become pregnant while using a method, she was asked: "At the time you became pregnant . . . , did you, yourself, actually want a(nother) baby at some time?" To emphasize the importance of her feelings at the time of conception, each woman was asked: "As you recall, is that how you felt before you became pregnant, or did you come to feel that way later?" Finally, women who reported that they did not know or remember how they had felt at the time of conception were asked whether they had "probably wanted a(nother) baby sometime or probably not. "
The pregnancy was classified as wanted at conception if the respondent had stopped or was not using contraception in order to become pregnant, if she had wanted a(nother) child at some time and had felt that way before she became pregnant, or if she probably wanted a(nother) child sometime. The pregnancy was classified as unwanted if she had not wanted a(nother) child sometime and felt that way before she became pregnant or if she probably had not wanted a(nother) child sometime. The wont edness of a pregnancy was classified as undeter mined if the woman said she wanted a(nother) child sometime but she came to feel that way after conception, if she did not want a(nother) child sometime and felt that way after concep tion, or if her feelings about the pregnancy at the time of conception were unknown alto gether. It is important to emphasize that interest is focused on wontedness of a pregnancy at the time of conception rather than wontedness of a particular child. For this reason the present analysis treats multiple births as a single birth outcome.
As may be seen in table 1, 79.9 percent of births were wanted at conception and another 5.3 percent were wanted after conception, while 12.0 percent were unwanted at conception and another 1.6 percent were unwanted after con ception.
The substantial proportion of births which became wanted after conception (5.3 percent) is evidence that an unwanted or unin tended pregnancy does not necessarily mean an unwanted child. At the same time, these births represent a sizable proportion of births that would not have occurred or would have occurred at a later time if these mothers had had only the births that were wanted at conception. Table 1 shows that the proportion of births that were wanted either at or after conception decreased with age from about 90 percent among mothers aged 20-29 years to about 81 percent among mothers aged 40-44. Teenage mothers were an exception. In fact, the propor tion of births wanted at conception by teenage mothers, who had had an average of only 1.2 births, was as low as that among mothers in their earIy forties, who had had 3 times as many births on the average (3.5 births).
HIGHLIGHTS OF FINDINGS
The proportion of births that were unwant ed at the time of conception was low among mothers in their twenties ( 7 percent) and rose to almost 16 percent among those 40-44 years of age. Again the teenage mothers were an ex ception, reporting a higher proportion of their births as unwanted at conception (9 percent) than women in their twenties did.
There is a need to take a closer look at the reporting of births unwanted at the time of con ception among mothers under age 25, especially among teenage mothers. Because these are largely first and second births, these mothers appear to have said that at the time of concep tion they wanted no births at all or no more than one. Although this may be true, another plausible view is that some births reported as un wanted at conception actually were wanted, but they were wanted at a later time because of the circumstances under which they occurred. For instance, the birth may have been the result of a premarital conception or may have occurred during the dissolution of a marriage. In any case, these early unwanted births suggest that when a woman has more births over her childbearing years than she wanted, the number unwanted may have occurred at the beginning rather than the end of her childbearing experience. In other words, some of the unwanted births reported by older mothers and by mothers with more than one child were their first births. of parity one to almost 1 in 4 (24.7 percent) among mothers of parity six or higher. -' One of the largest differences observed in table 1 is between white mothers, 83.4 percent of whose births were reported as wanted at con ception, and black mothers, who reported 23 percentage points fewer wanted births (60.4 percent). One-fourth of births to black mothers (25.8 percent)
were reported as unwanted at conception. This is almost 3 times the propor tion of births unwanted at conception by white mothers (9.5 percent ). The differences between black and white mothers in the proportions of wanted births are seen in all age groups, reaching 25.1 percentage points fewer wanted births by black mothers 35 years and older, and are statis tically significant in all but the teenage group. Although black mothers had borne a greater average number of children and had nearly twice the proportion of women at parity five or more, the differences between black and white mothers within the same parity groups remained and were statistically significant in three out of the six comparisons by parity. Furthermore, the proportion of wanted births to white mothers at panty six or more was only 3 percentage points lower than that for black mothers at parity one. Table 2 , unlike table 1, shows only one comb ined figure for the three different components of the undetermined category and thus indicates only the percent of births that were wanted or unwanted at the time of conception. The wontedness of births to women of Hispanic origin (regardless of race) was about the same as that for aIl white women-83.
1 percent com pared with 83.4 percent of births wanted, 10.2 percent compared with 9.5 percent of births un wanted, and 6.8 percent compared with 7.0 per-� cent undetermined among Hispanic women and all white women, respectively.
There is no significant difference in the proportion of wanted births to women of different geographic regions, although women in the South reported a smaller proportion of their births as wanted than women of all other regions combined did. This may be attributed partly to the fact that a higher proportion of black and high-parity families live in the South.
The highest proportion of wanted births was among those women whose level of education was highest. For example, women with 4 or more years of college reported 90.7 percent of their births as wanted at the time they were con ceived, while women with an elementary school education (8 years or less) reported only 72.5 percent wanted. The proportion of unwanted births among women with an elementary school education ( 17.4 percent) was nearly 4 times that among college graduates (4. 7 percent). These educational differences are very Iikely associated with the parity differences noted above, since women with 4 or more years of college had borne an average of 1.2 children, almost two- .. . ..... . .. .... ... .. ... .. ... .. . 1 loss. ... .. .... .. .. .... .. . ..... .. .. .... .. . . education. The pattern for warttedness of births by husbands' education was the same as that found with women's education.
Poverty level income
Mothers not in the labor force or working only part time had a higher proportion of want ed births (8 1.2 percent) than mothers working full time or not at work because of vacation, ill ness, or being between jobs (77.3 percent), despite the fact that they had borne slightly more children on the average. Differences in the proportions of wanted births between the income groups shown in table 2 were as marked as the differences between educational groups. Mothers with a family income below the poverty level had wanted only two-thirds of their births at conception com pared with more than four out of five births wanted among mothers whose family income was 150 percent of the poverty level or more. These differences by income may also be re flected in the decreasing proportions of wanted births among mothers of increasingly higher parities; those with incomes below the poverty level had borne almost one child more, on the average, than mothers with the highest family incomes had. The proportion of wanted births reported by Catholics (~3.O percent) was higher th~ that reported by Protestants (78.3 percent), and the proportion of unwanted births was correspond ingly lower among Catholic than among Protes tant mothers. The proportion of undetermined births was also lower for Catholic women than for Protestant mothers, but the difference is not statistically significant. Jewish mothers and mothers of "other" religions combined had an even Iarger proportion of wanted births (88.5 percent), although not significantly larger than the proportion for Catholic mothers. Mothers with no religious affiliation had a nonsignifi cantly higher proportion of unwanted births (16.1 percent) than any of the religious groups.
Mothers who had been married only once had proportionately more wanted births (81.5 percent) than mothers who had been married more than once (76. 1 percent), and both had higher proportions of wanted births than mothers who had never been married (55.1 percent).
The wanted births to never-married mothers should not necessarily be interpreted to mean that these women wanted the births to occur before marriage; mothers responded to the o � � admmdata 7 . @ auestion as to whether or not thev, at the time if conception, had wanted a baby' sometime. It is likely that these mothers also responded posi tively to a later question on whether they became pregnant sooner than they had wanted to.
The proportions of births that were wanted at conception declined with increasing numbers of fetal losses a mother had experienced; the proportions of births that had been unwanted at conception correspondingly increased with the number of fetal losses. However, none of these differences in the proportions wanted and unwanted meet the test of statistical signifi cance.
Women were asked about the total number of children they desired at the time of the sur vey, that is, the number they would like to have if they were abIe to begin their childbearing over again. The response categories are shown in table 2. As might be expected, mothers who had al ready borne more children than they desired had relatively high proportions of unwanted births. For instance, mothers who desired no children at all had already had an average of 2.5 births, one-third of which had been unwanted at con ception and another 9 percent of which had been undetermined.
Women who desired one or
TECHNICAL The Survey Design
The National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) was designed to provide data on fertil ity, family planning, and related aspects of ma ternal and child health. The NSFG is a cyclic survey; that is, data are collected every few years by means of a sample survey. Fieldwork for Cycle I was carried out by the National Opinion Research Center from June 1973 through Feb ruary 1974. Fieldwork for Cycle II was carried out by Westat, Inc., from January through September 1976.
A multistage probability sample of women in the household population of the contermi nous United States was used in both cycles. Each time, approximately 33,000 households were screened to identify the sample of women eligible for the NS FG, i.e., women aged 15-44 years who were either currently married, pretwo children had also had, on the average, more than they desired. It is evident that mothers who desired fewer than three children had wanted between one-half and four-fifths of their births at the time of conception, which suggests that the number of children desired is a very changeable number over time. Mothers who desired three and more children, however, had not yet borne this number on the average, but 10 percent of their births were reported as being un wanted at conception.
Because these women expressed the desire for more children, it may be that their unwanted births occurred early in their childbearing.
Although the data in this report tell us little about the causes of unintended pre~ancies, they reveal the groups experiencing the greatest numbers of unintended pregnancies (unwanted and undetermined combined) . In general, they are the very young mothers and the oldest, the mothers who have the largest number of chil dren, those with the least education and income, and the mothers who are without husbands or who have experienced mantaI disruption. The Iarge zdifferences between white and black mothers in the proportions of wanted and un wanted births probably reflect substantial differ ences in these social and economic conditions.
NOTES
viously married, or never married but with offspring presently Iiving in the household. In households with more than one eligible woman, a random procedure was used to select only one to be interviewed.
Since the interview was always conducted with the sample person, the term "respondent" is synonymous with "sample person."
For Cycle II, interviews were com pleted with 3,009 black women and 5,602 women of other races. A detailed description of the sample design for Cycle 11 is in preparation.
The interview was highly focused on the re spondent's marital and pregnancy histories, use of contraception, planning status of each preg nancy, intentions regarding the number and spacing of future births, use of matermd and family planning services, and a broad range of socioeconomic characteristics. sional estimates of standard errors for Cycle II for white women and women of all races com bined can be obtained by multiplying the stand ard errors for these women from Cycle I by fac tors of 1.09 for the latter and 1.06 for white women.
Similarly, provisional estimates of standard errors for Cycle II for black women can be obtained by multiplying the standard errors for black women from Cycle I by a factor of 1.14.
The chances are about 68 out of 100 that an estimate from the sample would differ from a complete census by less than the standard error. The chances are about 95 out of 100 that the differences between the sample estimate and a complete count would be Iess than twice the standard error. The relative standard error is the ratio of the standard error to the statistic being estimated.
In this report, numbers and percents which have a standard error that is more than 25 percent of the estimate itself are considered unreliable.
They are marked with an asterisk to caution the user but may be combined to make other types of comparisons of greater precision.
In this report, terms such as "similar" and "the same" mean that any observed difference between two estimates being compared is not statistically significant. SimiIarly, terms such as "greater," "less,"
"larger," and "smaller" in dicate that the observed differences are statis tically significant. The normal deviate test with a .05 level of significance was used to test all com parisons discussed in the text. A statistically significant difference is one large enough that in repeated samples of the same size and type as this one such a large difference would be ex pected to be found in less than 5 percent of the
